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Heavy excess mortality among immigrant groups in France
during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic

In a study done by INED and INSERM in partnership with Santé Publique France and the Institut
Convergences Migration, researchers! have shown that the excess mortality observed from March 18 to
May 19, 2020, at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, was much higher among France’s foreign-born
population groups than in the French-born population. Their findings have been published in the journal
Social Science and Medicine.

Excess mortality up to 9 times higher among immigrants than native-born

From 2016 to 2019, in the years preceding the COVID-19 pandemic, mortality rates in immigrant groups
(with the exception of people from Eastern Europe) were lower than in the French-born population (see
Figure 1). In normal circumstances this phenomenon is in fact observed across the world’s major
immigrant-receiving countries.? But during the first wave of the epidemic in spring 2020, excess mortality
among immigrant groups was much higher than among the French-born. The gap is visible at the age of 70
and over and is wider still among persons aged 40 to 69. For example, in that age bracket in the two regions
hardest hit by the pandemic (Grand-Est and lle-de-France), the excess mortality rate of immigrants from
sub-Saharan Africa was 8 to 9 times higher than that of the French-born population while the rates of
immigrants from North Africa, the Americas, and Asia/Oceania were 3 to 4 times higher.

Inequality in rising death rates early in the pandemic explains why overall mortality rates among
immigrants born outside Europe—usually lower than for the French-born—were much higher during the
first wave of the COVID-19 epidemicin France. The impact of that first wave thus caused an unprecedented
shift in the usual mortality profile of these groups.

I Myriam KHLAT (INED), Walid GHOSN (INSERM), Michel GUILLOT (INED | University of Pennsylvania), Stéphanie
VANDENTORREN (Santé Publique France), the DcCOVMIG Research Team

2 The finding that mortality in many immigrant groups is lower than in native-born populations was unexpected given the
fact that most immigrants are at an economic disadvantage. The main explanation put forward in the literature is that people
who migrate are generally in better health than the population of their home country overall and often in better health than the

population in the receiving country, at least when they arrive. This selection process is called the “healthy migrant effect.”



Multiple explanatory factors

During the first COVID-19 wave, the strict lockdown decreed by the French authorities worked to contain
the pandemic’s impact on the healthcare system in terms of both hospitalization and mortality. However,
that period also saw considerable differences in exposure to the virus by population group. In this context,
the factors that explain the specific vulnerability of immigrant groups and the magnitude of the gaps in
people over 70 are likely to be multiple and cumulative, and to implicate health inequalities due to

(1) the environment, living conditions (residential community density, household density) and working
conditions (“indispensable” workers who cannot work remotely, the need to use public transport) that
increase contamination risk;

(2) difficulty obtaining care, including hospital care, in a context of hospital facility saturation.

The findings of the study clarify the need for particular attention to living conditions, prevention, healthcare
system access, and care availability for especially vulnerable groups in case of a new pandemic.

Figure 1 — Standardized mortality rates at age 40+ in metropolitan France for 2016-2019 (left side) and for
Weeks 12-20 of the 2016-2020 period (right side) by country- or region-of-birth grouping
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Reading: In 2019 the standardized general mortality rate of French-born persons aged 40+ in metropolitan France was
1,440 deaths per 100,000 persons; during Weeks 12-20 of 2020 it was 1,696 per 100,000 persons.
Source: See article reference below.

Data: Deaths: provisional death notice data diffused by INSEE (Bulletin B7 bis)
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About INED

The French Institute for Demographic Studies (INED) is a public research institute specialized in population studies that
works in partnership with the academic and research communities at national and international levels. INED’s approach
to demography is resolutely open and interdisciplinary, implicating a wide range of disciplines including economics,
history, geography, sociology, anthropology, biology, and epidemiology. With its 10 research units and 2 research units in
partnership, INED promotes communication and exchange within the scientific community and the general public while
conducting numerous European and international research projects.

About INSERM (French National Institute of Health and Medical Research)

Founded in 1964, INSERM is a public scientific and technological institute operating under the joint authority of the
French Ministries of Health and Research. The institute is dedicated to biomedical research and human health and is
implicated in the entire range of activities from laboratory research to the patient’s bedside. It also partners with the
world’s most prestigious research institutions, committed to scientific challenges and progress in these fields.

About Santé Publique France:

Santé Publique France is the country’s reference center for public health expertise. Situated on the continuum between
knowledge and intervention, the center’s mission is to improve and protect the health of people living in France. Its actions
cover all major public health issues involving protection against health threats (infection risks, environmental risks) and
public health improvement (health determinants, disease prevention, health promotion, reducing the burden of chronic
diseases and social and geographical inequalities). Santé Publique France is a public institute operating under the authority
of the French Ministry of Health and Prevention.
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